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Tyler’s been
nothing but miserable since he graduated high school. While he
slaves all day for crude roughnecks in a parched oilfield, his only
real friend is about to escape barren West Texas for a big city
college. Without Dillon around, what hope for happiness will Tyler
ever have? None that he can see unless he takes the gutsiest chance
he’s ever taken.
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 Far From Texas

Eric Gober

The old Ford
pickup quavered and bucked, raising clouds of dust as Tyler drove
the rutted dirt road that led out of the oil patch. He’d rolled
down the windows before leaving the new well they were drilling in
hopes of a cross breeze, but nothing doing. Sweat trickled down his
muddied face, alkaline rivulets stinging his eyes, and he cursed
the broken air conditioning. The truck shimmied over a cattle
guard. Tyler braked on the soft shoulder of Kermit Highway,
unfastened his seat belt, and pulled off his filthy T-shirt. He
looked for a patch with no mud or grease to wipe his face, but even
turned inside out, the fabric was soiled everywhere. Grumbling, he
tossed the nasty rag onto the floorboard with a shake of his head.
After five o’clock, still a hundred degrees, and not even July yet.
God, was it going to be a miserable summer.

Tyler dug
through the glove compartment and found a crumpled Dairy Queen
napkin. He dabbed at his face until the paper turned soggy and
brown. His body craved a cool shower and soft mattress, but driving
home had begun to feel like trekking from a prison yard to a cell
block, so he cut the truck’s engine, closed his eyes, and listened
to the creaks and groans of a nearby pumpjack.

He hated his
new job as a roustabout. Since graduating high school last month,
he’d done nothing but toil under the searing West Texas sun until
he was exhausted and sore. Fourteen hours a day, seven days a week,
he dug ditches, lugged pipes and heavy equipment, mixed mud to
lubricate drill bits, and cleaned up spilled oil, all while trying
to tune out every ‘fuck’, ‘shit’, and ‘goddamn’ co-workers spat
about their bar fights, drug deals, stints in prison, and
whores.

Every time a
roughneck uttered ‘pussy’ or ‘faggot’, he wanted to strip off his
muddy hard hat and steel-toed work boots, put on a clean apron, and
return to his old evening job flipping burgers at Buddy’s Drive In.
But his dad would kill him. A roughneck himself, he’d pulled
strings to get Tyler on a drilling crew. Instead of wishing him
good luck the morning he’d left the house for his first day of
work, his dad had grunted, “If you fuck up this opportunity, I’ll
fry your goddamn balls in lard and feed them to you off a paper
plate.” The man was vulgar. He could out-cuss, out-fight, and
out-drink any roughneck or roustabout on Tyler’s crew.

Growing up,
Tyler had savoured those stretches when he’d left town to work
oilfields in East Texas, Oklahoma, and Louisiana. Tyler had hated
oil busts because his dad had gotten laid off, and he’d hang around
their tiny brick house all day drinking Lone Star beer by the
gallon. He’d loved dragging Tyler into the back yard and teaching
him to fight. Tyler had never escaped their clashes without painful
bumps and bruises.

Sundays, Tyler
had fled with his mom to the Cross-Bar Cowboy Church, where he’d
let the holy words of Jesus rebuke the drunken ass. Shouting
righteous amens and hallelujahs, Tyler would raise the metal roof
of the barndominium against his dad as Pastor Grubb preached of
glorious heaven and lassoed souls for Jesus. After services, the
congregation would gather hungry as hell in the church’s dirt
parking lot. Tyler would help a paunchy cowboy grill hot dogs or
hamburgers for the chuck wagon, while his mom sliced jalapeño
cornbread and dished parishioners mac ’n’ cheese or pork ’n’
beans.

Tyler had
favoured the pastor’s holy-roller posse over heathen roughnecks
until he reached high school. That’s when Dillon Drago, a new boy
in town from Dallas, stole his heart. Dillon was of a mythical
breed spotted only on TV sets in Andrews, Texas. He read books,
spoke intelligibly, avoided crass jokes, and always looked squeaky
clean. He befriended Tyler and helped him learn how to calculate
areas and volumes in geometry and how not to split infinitives in
English. Tyler used his brawn and killer one-two punch to make sure
no one gave Dillon shit for being different.

Tyler stopped
going to church after Pastor Grubb preached a fiery sermon against
same-sex marriage that was punctuated by his mom’s cries of “Amen,
Jesus!” No one—not her, the pastor, or the Cross-Bar Cowboys’
God—was going to kill his one shy hope for happiness: that someday
Dillon would give him his heart.

He wadded the
dirty Dairy Queen napkin and tossed it onto his filthy shirt. Boy,
had Dillon blindsided him back in April. During an eight-mile
training run that encircled tiny Andrews, Tyler had complained he
didn’t want to live at home with his dad after graduation. When he
mentioned he was saving to rent one of the singlewide trailers
sandwiched between the small houses near the high school, Dillon
surprised him. He said he wanted to get out from under his parents’
roof while he attended UTPB, and proposed they become
roommates.
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